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Abstract 
This paper focuses on PPPY1122 Speaking Skills in Arabic course for UKM PBJJ (distance learning) students. It discusses the 
degree of attainment of the course objectives for students taking the course via distance learning, in which the contact time is a 
mere 8 hours per semester. What is the objective and can be achieved by students under these circumstances? Will the 8-hour 
class allow students to achieve the objectives of the course as well as their fellow undergraduates studying full-time? What kinds 
of tests should be administered to assess the ability of these part-time students? The views expressed arise from the experience of 
one of the trainers who was directly involved in teaching this course through observations he made during his involvement with 
the comparison with academic writing on these skills. No doubt there are a few issues that need urgent attention and be looked 
into in more detail and there are improvements that need to be implemented by the powers that be if the course is to be 
maintained as its title suggests. Some suggestions for improvement are put forward as an alternative to resolve this problem. 
However, they need to be further refined by having more detailed studies taking into account the experience of other institutions 
offering similar courses, so students can actually speak and converse in Arabic. 
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1. Introduction 
An apt definition of a concept is crucial to ensure its proper implementation. Speaking skills can be defined as the 
skills of producing language output orally.  Once this is established it follows that the planning of the course- 
starting from a description of the goals, objectives, approaches, techniques  to evaluation – must be based on an 
understanding of this concept. 
This is not far from the practice of academia, which regards a title of a thesis not reflecting the content as a kind 
of academic forgery – a belief the writer holds strongly after attending a workshop organized by Prof. Dr. Ungku 
Maimunah Mohd. Tahir to the new teaching staff of the Faculty of Islamic Studies. 
To provide an example, how we can regard a subject 'cooking skills', when learning and teaching activities 
involve  scissors, yarn, fabric, needle, measuring tapes and the like? The materials used clearly shows that the 
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subject should be called tailoring skills instead of cooking skills. And it is certainly not right if a person highly 
skilled in sewing and making various kinds of embroidery is given an 'A' if the subject title is 'cooking skills'.  
 
2. Materials, Activities and Evaluation Of Courses In Arabic Speaking Skills for PBJJ 
The Speaking Skills course in Arabic offered by UKM through its Distance Learning Programme (PBJJ) begs 
questions. Through the evaluation of students taking the course, plus the writer's personal experience as an instructor 
of this course makes us wonder, 'What is the significance of grade A given to students who take this speaking course 
if at the end of the semester they are evaluated on what they write at the exam hall? (Zamri Arifin, 2004). 
Will the A grade obtained by a student ensure that he is able to say to a stewardess, "Can you get me a glass of 
cold water?" in Arabic, for example? From experience, the author doubts this. The most basic skills for speaking in 
Arabic involve making the distinction between the feminine and masculine gender, and these skills cannot possibly 
be achieved without solid language training, for proficiency requires particular activities that are based on learning 
and language theories.  
How can this issue be overlooked by the experts in a university that supports research and aspires to become a 
premier university and renowned, not just in Malaysia, but in the world? Who are the people responsible for 
overseeing the speaking course and decided that students are to be evaluated by means of writing?  
Anyway, while serving as a course instructor, the author managed to bring up ideas and to pressure the course 
coordinator into making a few improvements to the teaching materials and the evaluation of this course, in line with 
the changes implemented for a similar course for students in the FPI in UKM. Although changes have been 
introduced, there are many constraints that hindered implementation.  
3. Reform and Evaluation  
The initial trial that was carried out was a mid-semester oral assessment of students’ ability in speaking Arabic 
(Zamri Arifin, 2004). This proved to be very difficult. How could the oral assessment be carried out if the number of 
students in a group is about 50 and the time allocated was approximately 1 to 2 hours? Assuming a student takes 
about 10 minutes to be assessed, would it take 500 minutes to assess students' speaking skills?  
After discussion, the evaluation was then agreed to be group assessments. The question that arose after 
performing this oral test is how would we be able to evaluate students fairly and impartially in the presence of 
students who speak freely, some speaking more than others, some interjected during discussions and some simply 
waited for their turns in groups consisting of 10 people?  
With the teaching staff not knowing which student was speaking, would we pause the students so we could 
evaluate them? Was it fair to assess students by giving them time to speak for only 2-3 minutes? Furthermore, is 
there any guideline that can be applied fairly to all centers with the teaching staff having never been exposed to or 
trained to assess students' speaking skills?  
It seems that the first and probably last experience was disappointing and did not reflect the professionalism of 
instructors.  
4. Suggestions For Improving Materials, Teaching Activities And Evaluation 
With these issues in mind, with a little searching on the internet, so far the author has found two solutions are 
quite practical as a first step for reforming and improving the course.  
The first is the experience of the Open University of Indonesia in an article written jointly by its teachers and 
Juhana and Suratinah entitled "Making the impossible Becomes Possible: Teaching Speaking Through Distance 
Learning." The problem experienced by some lecturers in the FPI was also felt by the instructors at this university 
almost 20 years ago when it offered an Arabic speaking course.  
In short, the course was offered to meet the needs of teachers who want to improve their career. As they work, 
distance learning courses were the most suitable alternative. This situation is no different from PBJJ students in 
UKM.  
Initially, the assessment of students was through writing. But teachers’ dissatisfaction and their intense desire to 
find the best method have made them change the way assessment was carried out as well as the approach to the 
courses and teaching materials for courses so they would fit in the speaking course. Improvements were introduced: 
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among them was to provide modules in the form of audio-recording given together with the written module. With 
this, students could listen to the written speech in the hope that their speaking skills can be improved.  
Assessment of students also took new forms, by collaboration of nearby universities with the distance learning 
centres. Local universities were asked to provide qualified instructors to test students' speaking. The evaluators had 
been given special courses to assess the speaking skills to implement this new form of evaluation. The assessment 
was conducted individually as well as by group testing.  
The second was by way of audiotaped dialogue journals which are discussed by Yen-kuang Ho in his article 
entitled 'Audiotaped dialogue journals, an alternative form of speaking practice’. This is a variation of the written 
dialogue journals in which students write notes and submit them to the teacher and the teacher will provide a written 
response to students’ writing. In audiotaped dialogue journals the students were asked to record their speech for 2-3 
minutes and teachers will respond orally. In the conclusion of his article, Yen-kuang was able to identify many 
positive aspects of this kind of activity. Although this serves as an alternative activity to traditional speaking 
activities, it can be used to assess students in a continuous assessment.  
The two items mentioned above can be applied in the form of continuous assessment of Arabic speaking skills 
course for PBJJ in UKM.  
In addition, with advances in technology, the decision makers can explore other possibilities for creating 
speaking tests for long-distance programmes such as Skype and others.  
5. Conclusion  
The first conclusion here is to question whether the title Speaking Skills offered by UKM in its distance learning 
programme is not misleading, with the course consisting of grammar exercises and sentence formation while 
neglecting actual speaking skills. If UKM is unable to offer a course which the content reflects the title, surely the 
name of the course should be changed to a name that represents the actual content and assessment.  
Conversely, if UKM wishes to retain the course title, is UKM short of experts who can develop content that 
reflects what is suggested by the title of the course?  
Secondly, based on assessment practices and the modules of Speaking Skills in Arabic is offered, they seem to be 
conducted by individuals who have expertise in neither the field of foreign language teaching methodology  nor 
second language teaching. If this is true, then it demands urgent action and reforms, if the university is serious in 
offering world-class courses, and really aspire to make UKM a premier university in the region. 
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